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President Vicente Fox, facing growing pressure from environmental and human rights organizations
in Mexico, ordered the release of Rodolfo Montiel Flores and Teodoro Cabrera for "humanitarian"
reasons. Fox did not exonerate the two men; he simply commuted their sentences. Montiel
and Cabrera had been in custody since May 1999 for allegedly violating Mexico's weapons and
drug-trafficking laws. Their arrests attracted the attention of environmental and human rights
organizations, which said the arrests were linked to the campaign of the two campesino leaders to
stop multinational companies like Boise Cascade from continuing logging operations in Guerrero
state.
Montiel and Cabrera won wide recognition from international environmental organizations for their
efforts (see SourceMex, 2000-04-12, 2000-09-13). Human rights organizations, including Amnesty
International, the Organization of American States (OAS) Inter-American Commission on Human
Rights (IACHR), and the government's Comision Nacional de Derechos Humanos (CNDH), said
they had documented evidence that the two men were tortured by members of the military while in
custody.
In February of this year, President Fox promised to review the case to determine whether Montiel
and Cabrera were being held unjustly (see SourceMex, 2001-02-14). But despite the review, the
government dragged its feet on the case, leading to speculation that economic and military interests
were preventing their release.

Murder of human rights lawyer said to precipitate release
The government was forced to make a decision in mid-October following the assassination of
human rights attorney Digna Ochoa in Mexico City. Ochoa had received death threats because she
once defended Montiel and Cabrera (See SourceMex, 2001-10-31).
Some human rights activists said Fox only released Montiel and Cabrera to quell criticism for having
removed Ochoa's police protection, which they said allowed her murder. "He was going to speak
before the UN the next day, and was certainly going to face some tough questions," said Rosario
Ibarra, president of the Mexican human rights organization Comite Eureka.
Alfredo Castillo, a researcher for the human rights organization Centro de Derechos Humanos
Miguel Agustin Pro Juarez (PRODH), concurred with that assessment. "Fox could have set them
free a long time ago," said Castillo. "It was a case of political will, and now it seems that he responds
more to the pressure of public opinion and watching his image...than to evidence that these men
were tortured."
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Montiel and Cabrera said they were pleased with their release, but they called for the government
and the courts to exonerate them of the false drug and weapons charges and to make a greater
commitment to upholding human rights in Mexico. "This is a step, but it's only a first step," said
Montiel. "We hold out hope for a Mexico where human rights are respected, where there is no more
torture and where we are left to do our work."
The two campesino environmentalists also called on the Fox administration to solve the Ochoa
murder in a speedy manner and to investigate whether former Guerrero governor Ruben Figueroa
had a role in their false arrest and in Ochoa's murder. Along with the release of Montiel and
Cabrera, military investigators have launched an investigation of the soldiers accused of torturing
the two to force them to make the false confessions on drug and weapons charges that led to their
arrest, said Raul Izabal Montoya, the representative of the Procuraduria General de la Republica
(PGR) in Guerrero state.
Montiel and Cabrera said they were tortured by military personnel, who beat them and applied
electric shocks to their legs and genitals to extract a false confession. Cabrera said he received blows
to the head that aggravated his problems with glaucoma, ultimately causing blindness in his right
eye. "[President Fox] knows we are innocent, but he doesn't declare us innocent because the army
doesn't want him to," Montiel said in an interview. Responding to the allegations, the Mexican
military earlier this year submitted a brief that denied the accusations of torture.

Ochoa murder investigation proceeds very slowly
Mexico City Attorney General Bernardo Batiz said his office is also investigating whether members
of the military had any role in Ochoa's assassination. For now, the top suspects are the logging
interests in the Petatlan Sierra that were cutting high-value trees and may also have been involved
in producing narcotics, Batiz said in a report presented to the Fox administration. In the meantime,
human rights organizations are continuing to pressure Fox and Mexico City prosecutor Batiz to solve
the Ochoa case.
"If the government has dragged its feet, it's because of fear and irresponsibility," said human rights
attorney Jose Luis Granados Meza, who is affiliated both with the Universidad Nacional Autonoma
de Mexico (UNAM) and the Universidad Autonoma Metropolitana (UAM). In an update in midNovember, Batiz said his office had yet to uncover any significant clues that could lead to the arrest
of the perpetrators of Ochoa's murder, even though 39 persons had already been investigated in the
case. Several prominent human rights activists fear for their lives and have asked the government
for special protection because of a threatening letter sent to a Mexico City daily newspaper in late
October.
The anonymous letter claimed responsibility for the Ochoa murder and warned five activists that
they would be "executed" if they continued to "try to play the role of hero." The warning was
directed at lawyer and professor Miguel Sarre; Fernando Ruiz of the Consejo para la Ley y los
Derechos Humanos; Juan Antonio Vega of the organization Todos los Derechos para Todos; Sergio
Aguayo, former president of the Academia Mexicana de los Derechos Humanos; and the Jesuit
director of PRODH, Rev. Edgar Cortez. "It is hard to tell whether the threat is serious," said Aguayo.
"It could have come from some crazy person. But what worries me is that it could have come from
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some powerful forces trying to destabilize the Fox government." The threats against the five activists
and the Ochoa case are certain to be part of an OAS review of Mexico's human rights record in
mid-November. That review will be conducted by the IACHR. (Sources: Milenio Diario, 11/02/01,
11/06/01, 11/08/01; El Financiero, 11/05-07/01; 11/09/01; El Universal, 11/01/01, 11/02/01, 11/07-09/01;
The News, 11/01/01, 11/02/01, 11/09/01; CNI en Linea, 11/01/01, 11/06-08/01; Reforma, 11/02/01,
11/07-09/01; Los Angeles Times, The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Boston Globe,
11/09/01; Reuters, 11/08/01, 11/10/01; Proceso, 11/11/01; La Jornada, 11/02/01, 11/06/01, 11/08/01,
11/09/01, 11/14/01; La Cronica de Hoy, 11/02/01, 11/07-09/01, 11/14/01; Novedades, 11/14/01)
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